Finding the Message of the Pope's Encyclical
As frustration with the apparent failures of intergovernmental climate negotiations has mounted, so campaigners and advocates have sought to place their faith in a widening range of cultural interventions and moments of decision. The forthcoming international climate meeting in Paris in December, COP21, is another such moment. These, interventions, such advocates hope, will turn the tide of battle in the war against climate change. And so now the Pope.
But I am not so sure that On Care For Our Common Home should be seen in this way. Pope Francis is not a science communicator. Neither is he an entertainer, policy advocate or climate campaigner. And his Encyclical is not really about climate change. Yes, he talks about the 'disturbing warming of the climate system' and about potential future climatic risks. But he talks a lot more about the needs of the poor, about the Janus face of technology and about the struggle for justice, love and peace inspired by the character of God and a suffering Christ. 'Climate' is mentioned just 14 times in the 35,000 words; 'the poor', 59 times.
What is important in this Encyclical therefore is not so much the Pope's comments about the reality of (human-caused) climate change nor about limiting global warming to two degrees (in fact he says nothing about this policy goal). What is far more important is the way in which he develops an account of what is means to be human, to be made in the image of God. He is concerned first and foremost to offer a vision of human dignity, responsibility and purpose, drawing upon the rich traditions of Catholic theology and ethics.
His Encyclical offers a powerful critique not simply therefore of climate change, but of the world humans have made for themselves. It is a world driven by a pathological technoeconomic paradigm and a 'deified market', in which the poor are marginalised, solidarity is undermined and greed triumphs over justice. It is in opposition to a world modelled for humanity by the person of Christ. Pope Francis offers a holistic narrative of the human condition which embraces science, but is hardly driven by it. It places concerns about the integrity of ecosystems and social justice ('planetary boundaries' and sustainable development if you will) within a much more capacious and integrated worldview. It is rooted in a cosmic reality -with both material and spiritual dimensions -and recognises the human capacity for ingenuity and propensity for greed.
What is being offered in On Care for our Common Home then is a powerful story -a metanarrative -about the human condition. (This is somewhat ironic for those late-moderns who have largely abandoned their faith in grand narratives of truth and meaning, or even in their possibility). Concerns about technology, water, power, climate, slavery, biodiversity and greed are woven together into an inspirational account of divine goodness and healthy human living. It escapes the confines of a narrowly-drawn science and economics and shows the power, vitality and inspiration of a Christian worldview. It also draws attention to the centrality in the Christian faith of the idea of transformation. This is less the transformation that has become fashionable in climate change research and policy circles ii ; rather is it a transformation of the human person: "For this reason, the ecological crisis is also a summons to profound interior conversion … an 'ecological conversion', whereby the effects of their encounter with Jesus Christ become evident in their relationship with the world around them."
iii The importance of creating meaningful stories which make sense of climate change according to motivational cultural and religious beliefs is being re-discovered by some iv .
Which simply highlights the gross misreading of what it is to be human revealed in comments made by the former Chairman of the IPCC, R K Pachauri, at the launch of the Synthesis Report of the IPCC's 5th Assessment in November 2014. Pachauri claimed that, "All we need is the will to change, which we trust will be motivated by … an understanding of the science of climate change".
But simply 'understanding climate science' will not provide the 'will to change'. The Pope clearly recognises this, as does the Alliance of Religions and Conservation which remarked nearly a decade ago, "Without narrative, few people are ever moved to change or adapt. 
